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of the first hermits. When the godly matron, Melania, saw
a young deacon, who afterwards became Bishop of Askelon,
washing his hands and feet in an attempt to keep cool during
the height of summer, she rebuked him with these words:
" Believe me, O my son, for I am this day a woman sixty years
old, from the time when I first took upon myself this garb
water hath never touched more of my body than the tips
of the fingers of my hands, and I have never washed my feet,
or my face, or any one of my members. And although I
have fallen into many sicknesses, and have been urged by
the physicians, I have never consented nor submitted myself
to the habit of applying water to any part of my body; and
I have never lain upon a bed, and I have never gone on a
journey to any place reclining on a cushioned litter."

The dirtier the body became, the cleaner, in the eyes of
the hermits, became the soul. All the tortures endured by
the hermits, Stylites on his pillar, Macarms bitten into an
unrecognisable state by mosquitoes, and a hundred other
self-inflicted pains and humiliations, were designed simply
to degrade the body and elevate the soul. We in the West have
long forgotten the ancient association between dirt and sanc-
tity which can be dated to the age of the Desert Fathers,
but it seems to me that the Coptic monasteries have still got
this tradition of saintly dirt in the blood. Our maxim
" cleanliness is next to godliness " would have sounded in
the ears of St. Anthony with the ringing clarity of Satan's
voice ! Until we understand this, I think we are always
in danger of saying unjust and cruel things about these
Eastern monks. In all my contacts with them I tried to
remember that I had no right to judge them by any standards
known to the modern world.

The abbot took me down to a cool, dark church like a
colossal tomb, standing in a confused huddle of buildings.
It is dedicated to the Blessed Virgin and stands on the site
of a church built in the Fourth Century. Some parts of
the building probably date from that church, although most
of it is, I imagine, of the Fjghth Century and later.

The light filtered through small windows high up near the
wagon-vaulted roof. Everything was covered with an
indescribable veil of age. It was grey with antiquity as a